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Thomas Piketty’s point of departure in his Brief History is “Every human society must justify its
inequalities: unless reasons for them are found, the whole political and social edifice stands in danger of
collapse.” (p. 1) Why? Because the world is on the march to equality. That is Piketty’s interpretation of
Article I of the 1789 French Declaration. He begins his much longer 2000 and 2014 account of the story
of equality with the very same reliance on Article I.
The starting point, then, for Piketty’s three books is that any inequality must be based on the “common
utility” provision of ARTICLE ONE OF THE 1789 FRENCH DECLARATION. So, for Piketty, individual liberty
and the opportunity to pursue happiness do not stand on their own footing as individual natural rights;
they, along with the right to private property, are contingent on something higher: the “common
utility.” By the time of his brief third book, Piketty is hard pressed to find any “common utility”
justification for inequality. He is beyond John Rawls, and thus beyond trying to reconcile equality and
liberty. For Piketty, the message of the French Revolution is uncompromisingly egalitarian. He doesn’t
talk about the failures of the French Revolution. it was, in fact, bloody and the experiment in
“participatory democracy”—the form of government he advocates on a worldwide basis--collapsed into
the Reign of Terror and the dictatorship of Napoleon. Not a paragraph on the defects. In fact, turmoil
and violence are vital ingredients in the long march to equality. Nor does talk much about the first
sentence of the French Declaration of Rights.
The actual text of the opening article of the French Declaration of Rights of 1789 consists of two
sentences. “Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be based only on
common utility.” Piketty I, II, and Brief History focus on the second sentence. Why? Because he has a
conceptual and political indebtedness to J.J Rousseau that runs through the brief book: private property
is theft; there is no natural right to private property, and thus the distribution of property depends on
what the “general will” decides. Moreover, the general will is never wrong. Coming to grips with the
“common utility” standard, Piketty’s version of the “general will,” is the key to understanding both
Piketty’s debt to Rousseau and his innovation in the 21st century.
The premise of Piketty’s work is that inequality is bad and, in the end, there are no justifiable reasons for
it! (31) His whole point is that income equality is due to shocks and wars and is not the result of a
rational theory or a spontaneous economic process. In the end, the history of distribution boils down to
what the “relevant actors” consider to be justice and the influence they have to implement that vision.
(20). It is all about power. But who should be the relevant actors? Every person in every country?
For Piketty, France 1789 is a better example than America 1776. The French Revolution “quickly
established an ideal of legal equality in relation to the market.” The American Revolution “allowed
slavery to continue for nearly a century and legal discrimination for nearly two centuries… In a way, the
French Revolution of 1789 was more ambitious. It abolished all legal privileges and sought to create a
political and social order based entirely on equal rights and opportunities.” (30) America has a weak
record on real equality. The historical context doesn’t matter to Piketty; the social distinctions the
French Declaration referred to were the distinctions between aristocrats, the clergy, and the
monarchists. But Piketty is interested in 21st century social distinctions.

Piketty thus invites us to choose between equality and liberty as competing ends, rather than joining
them in pursuit of equality of opportunity. Why should we choose equality? Because equality is a higher
value than liberty. Why? The second sentence pf the French Declaration of Rights tells us so. Moreover,
more equality moves us closer to the goal of social justice and social justice demands that inequality be
conquered. Piketty rejects the trade-offs necessary to sustain equality of opportunity. He is unwilling to
compromise.
There is a similarity to the observations of another Frenchman, Alexis de Tocqueville. In the 1830’s,
Tocqueville argued that the deep attachment of individuals in the modern world to equality rather than
to liberty meant that people would actually choose equality with slavery rather than inequality with
liberty. He marveled, however, at how America, through luck, institutions, and especially mores,
managed to temper the excesses of equality, retain an attachment to liberty, and thus preserve liberal
representative democracy. That is why America was an example of how to manage the march of history
toward greater equality. To Tocqueville, France was a perfect example of what not to do when faced
with a conflict between equality and liberty. Americans created a government based on the consent of
the governed and not a drop of blood was spilled. For Piketty, America is the problem and France is the
solution, and he doesn’t mind too much that drops of blood are spilled along the road.
Piketty is beyond Tocqueville, but are there subtle appeals to John Rawls and Karl Marx.
Piketty points us to the attempt of John Rawls’s 1971“difference principle” as a possible way to
reconcile elements of inequality with a theory of justice based on equality. But, says Piketty, Rawls
provides an inadequate justification for inequalities. Rawls’s Theory of Justice challenged the reader to
resolve the competing claims of liberty and equality by an integration of the two into one: “justice as
fairness.” He begins with the premise that individuals are in an “original position,” operating under “a
veil of ignorance,” and they will consent to two principles in order to join society: 1) each person should
have an equal right to the same basic liberties and 2) social an economic inequalities must meet the
greatest benefit to the most disadvantaged person standard. Equality of opportunity plus
accommodating the least advantaged members of society leads to “justice as fairness.” The gambling
question is: how much risk are you willing to take? You don’t know ahead of time why you are joining
society, namely, to protect your individual natural right to life, liberty, and property.
Rawls assumes that each individual will choose a position in accordance with the risk averse principle.
The Rawlsian concept assumes that people will choose the security of equality with little risk over liberty
with considerable risk. How much inequality are we, as a society, willing to tolerate if there are
individuals in the society who wish to be risky, or opportunistic, and thus unequal. The answer is only so
much inequality of outcome that enhances the position of the least well off. That is social justice.
Rawls’s answer is still within the idea of equality of opportunity. In Piketty I and II, Rawls and his
“difference principle” passes the French Declaration test, but only just.
But Piketty moves beyond Rawls in the brief book; he wants the readers to know that he is not Rawls
warmed over for the 21st Century. Piketty thinks that Rawls’s principle can become a justification for
further inequalities: Rawls’s social justice can act as a cover for Milton Friedman. “The work of Friedman
and other Chicago School economists fostered suspicion of the ever-expanding state and created the
intellectual climate in which the conservative revolution of 1970-1980 became possible.” (549) For

Piketty, Rawls is still operating within the murky equality of opportunity concept of the American
Revolution of 1776.
Piketty’s Book II is a huge book, which is impressive in itself, and full of data. We are talking about 250
years of data on all sorts of inequality drawn from public records available in the advanced economies of
the capitalistic countries. We have as close to a definitive study of inequality as we can get. There is
also a prognosis: the march to income/wealth equality is likely to get worse over the coming years.
Why? The march toward equality in the 20th Century came to halt with the Reagan Counter Revolution
of 1980. This notion of a stall in the march, and how to overcome that stall, becomes central in the Brief
History. Brief History is a hopeful account of overcoming obstacles.
In Book II, Piketty introduces a theory of the inevitable collapse of capitalism that differs from that of
Karl Marx. He explains inequality by the formula r > g. “This is the fundamental force for divergence.”
(422) For Piketty, “r stands for the annual rate of return on capital” and g “stands for the rate of growth
of the economy.” (25) This r > g formula “sums up the logic of all my conclusions.” (25) Another way of
putting it is that “inherited wealth grows faster than output and income.” (260) Forget market forces or
Keynesian solutions to increase g. Why is it not central to his project that g grow? In in Brief History, it is
clear that more g leads to more inequality. To close the gap between r and g, we must reduce r. And he
makes the moral claim that to reduce r > g is to support the French Revolution’s broad embrace of
equality. Europe, Piketty says, has never been so rich. “What is true and shameful… is that this vast
national wealth is very unequally distributed. Private wealth rests on public poverty.” (567) There is a
central contradiction of 21st century global patrimonial capitalism: r > g which is the key measure of
inequality. “The right solution is a progressive annual tax on capital.” (572) Economic Growth—g--was
both the objective of John Maynard Keynes and free market capitalism. Piketty’s focus is on r. We need
“confiscatory rates” on the top incomes. (512) “The golden rule” is that r should = g (563) The “central
contradiction of capitalism” that r > g (571). Piketty is beyond Marx.
Piketty cites Forbes: there were 140 billionaires in 1987 in the world and 1,400 in 2013. “Since the
1980s, global wealth has increased on average a little faster than income…and the largest fortunes grew
much more rapidly than average wealth.” (435) More: “One of the most striking lessons of the Forbes
rankings is that, past a certain threshold, all large fortunes …grow at extremely high rates, regardless of
whether the owner of the fortune works or not.” (439) The point? 60-70% of wealth is inherited rather
than earned. This is what he calls “patrimonial capitalism.” (471-473). So much for the Marxist focus on
controlling who owns the means of production. Marx is so 19th Century! We need a strong “return of
the state” response to “globalized patrimonial capitalism.” (473) rather than a project that foresees the
end of the state.
Thus Piketty II and Brief History focus on a new theory of the state and redistribution policy that goes
beyond one that is “built around a logic of rights” to health and education articulated by the welfare
state. Modern redistribution theory should take its bearing from the 1789 French model of permitting
social distinctions based only on “common utility” because “equality is the norm.” (480) We need to go
beyond pensions, health, and education policy to what is needed in the 21st century. He wants to move
from the current level of 50% of “public financing” in pensions, education, and health to “two-thirds to
three-quarters of national income.” (483)
His claim near the end of Piketty II is central to the Brief History: both the UK and US veered away from
this “great passion for equality” in the 1970s and 1980s. (508) The progressive income tax fell from the
80-90% range to 28% after the Reagan tax reform of 1986. The countries “with the largest decreases in

their top tax rates are also the countries where the top earners’ share of national income has increased
the most.” (509) This totally transformed the determination of executive salaries; accordingly, the
increase in executive pay has nothing to do with the naïve economic theory of marginal productivity.
What is to be done? “Confiscatory rates on top incomes is not only possible but also the only way to
stem the observed increase in high salaries.” (512) An 80% tax on incomes over $500,000 or $1m and a
50-60% tax on incomes over $200,000 is well within the reach of the United States. “The primary
purpose of the capital tax is not to finance the social state but to regulate capitalism….The tax on capital
is a new idea, designed explicitly for the globalized patrimonial capitalism of the twenty-first century.”
(532).
Piketty recognizes that the Reagan revolution was not simply about cutting deficits and budgets and the
size and interference of government. It was the reintroduction of the question: what should government
do? For Piketty, the Reagan-Thatcher revolution was a terrible success because inequality returned and
the march to equality suspended. In Piketty II, he bemoans the electoral outcome of 1972. “George
McGovern, the Democratic candidate, went so far as to propose a top rate of 100% for the largest
inheritance taxes (the rate was then 77%) as part of his plan to introduce a guaranteed minimum
income. McGovern’s crushing defeat by Nixon marked the beginning of the end of the United States’
enthusiasm for redistribution.”
In the Brief History, there is even more emphasis on the importance of Reagan-Thatcher as a turning
point. The r-g formula is in the background rather at the center of the argument. The Brief History
emphasizes that upheavals, wars, insurrections, anti-colonialism and multiculturalism lead the renewed
march to equality. Is there some inequality that is OK for Piketty? Only that which is consistent with the
general welfare as determined by participatory socialism. So this clearly beyond Rawls who is too wishy
washy! Friedman, von Hayek, Reagan and Thatcher, can pass the Rawls standard.
Brief History leaves the Rawls project of reconciliation behind.
So we return to the French Declaration. It contains “an unassailable and eternal truth.” But his story
actually depends on the rejection of an eternal truth. For example, he rejects the “self-evident truth” of
the 1776 American Declaration of Independence. Yet, somehow, the second sentence of a document
written in 1789 France tells us what is right and wrong, period. And what is right is equality of outcome.
His story really does not depend on an eternal truth except the “truth” of an eternal march toward
quality. He ignores the truth of the French Revolution: it ended in the reign of terror and Napoleon.
By the time we get to the Conclusion of Piketty II, it is clear that 1) no good reasons exist to justify the
existence of contemporary “inequality regimes” and 2) he favors the replacement of existing “Western”
societies, and the writing of “history from a Western-centric point of view,” (p. 1038) with a form of
“participatory socialism and social federalism.” (pp. 41, 1036). Accordingly, all Western regimes are just
that; they are western and that means they are systemically inegalitarian. Is France part of the west?
Neither Piketty I nor II is interested in the origin of the American story—the Declaration of
Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights—and it is certainly not interested in the challenge
to that origin story that America actually began in 1492 or 1619.
According to Piketty, all Western regimes are just that; they are western and that means they are
systemically inegalitarian. There is no way that inequalities can be reconciled within western regimes

because western regimes are inherently inegalitarian. Brief History is not merely a brief version of his
previously two long works, but coming to further grips with Marx and Rawls.
What is going to make the Piketty system work? Something that he calls “participatory Socialism.”
(972). It is consciously a response to the 1980’s Reagan Revolution that reintroduced inequality to the
agenda and brought the question of the Just Society to the fore front. And he is not happy with the
current goals of the Administrative State and thus LBJ’s Great Society etc. “A Just Society is one that
allows all of its members to access to the widest possible range of fundamental goods. Fundamental
goods include education, health, the right to vote, and more generally to participate as fully as possible
in the various forms of social, cultural, civic, and political life.” The key test is this: does the system
“allow its least advantaged members to enjoy the highest possible life conditions.” (967) Equality of
access must be an “absolute” rule. But this not the same as Rawls’s 1971 “difference principle. Nor is it
the same as Marx. Rawls is interested in participatory socialism and not State Socialism. We need to
adopt a participatory model. He reformulates Marx and Engels. “The history of all hitherto existing
societies is the history of the struggle of ideologies and the quest for justice.” (1035)
Piketty’s Brief History is “optimistic and progressive.” The idea of human progress is to move toward
more equality. (2, 17). He admits his work is inspired by Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United
States, 1980, New York Harper. Fn 5, P.4.) Brief History could well be called A People’s History of
Equality. Progress has been made, but mainly by revolts against injustice (p. 9) and various crises. This
point is clear: by equality, he does not mean legal equality or equality of opportunity. He is interested in
“power relationships.” The Brief History objective is to track “the evolution of access to concrete goods
such as education, Health care, food, clothing, housing, transportation, culture, and so on.” (p.22).
“The general thesis presented in this book: on the one hand, there is a long term movement toward
equality…on the other hand inequality continues to be very high, even intolerable, and it is very difficult
to be satisfied with such a situation or to claim that it would be in the interest of the majority.” 32.
Accordingly, Rawls’s resolution actually opens the door to “justify any level of inequality “ not “truly
based on consideration of the common good.” Fn 3, p.33.
The focus of his attention is The Patrimonial Middle Class: “the 40 percent between the poorest 50
percent and the richest 10 percent.” (p. 41) Are they privileged? What is the history of this class? This
goes to the heart of the book: 10% upper, 40% middle, and 50% poorer and disadvantaged. P.39. So
we are beyond Marx; he is interested in more than who owns the means of production understanding of
property and capitalism. He is interested in what happens to “the patrimonial middle class,” 41 who
own houses etc. But the growth of this middle class stopped in the 1980s. p.41-45.
He is very concerned that a fundamental alteration in the movement toward equality has been halted in
the 1980s by Reagan and Thatcher. 42, 46, etc. Thus his interest in reparations. The end of colonialism is
one of those favorable upheavals he incorporates in his march to equality and justice. 68. He loves the
18th century Haiti rebellion p. 70-75. He leans favorably to BLM. 79. And the US was ill founded because
of slavery.80-82. “But the march toward equality and justice continues.” 82.
We must “control capitalism.” 134. In the US, “the fiscal system was very strongly progressive between
1914 and 1980.” 135, 137. Since 1980, however, “real progressivism has disappeared.” The wealthy can
and do pay low taxes. “This poses a serious risk to the political acceptability of taxation and the
legitimacy of the system of social solidarity as a whole.” 137. Piketty wants the state to engage in

“predistribution” policy and not only reduce inequality after taxes. The “veneration of property” is at the
heart of the problem. 139.
True, we have seen the growth of the patrimonial middle class, especially via real estate. Prior to 1980,
10% owned 65% wealth; 40% owned 33%, and 50% owned 2%. But in 1980, 10% owned 60%, 40%
owned 39%, and 50% owned 1%. Why? Reduction in progressive taxation. 153. During “the
conservative revolution” (170-174) there was an international policy of the free flow of capital. This is a
form of neo colonialism and it too must stop.174.
Piketty argues that we need to strengthen the welfare state plus progressive taxation to have a systemic
transformation of capitalism. 155. Labor law should have 50% of employees on the Board. He supports
the Green New Deal, guaranteed employment, minimum wage, “minimal inheritance” or “inheritance
for all.”160. This would “increase the negotiating power” of 90% of the population. Redistribution of
inherited wealth, is the goal. 162. We need to “drastically” limit “opportunities for accumulation and
perpetuation” of capitalism. 165. We need reparations: “All wealth is collective in origin.” 217. The
battle in the future is between various forms of socialism rather than various forms of capitalism. 237.
And Piketty’s form of socialism would deny the right of an individual to pass on patrimonial wealth—
whether earned or not—to the person or institution of choice.

